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Writers, directors, producers, and actors in the Hollywood film industry play major roles in shaping how millions around the world perceive
architects and the architectural profession. Television shows, too, create stereotypes of professions that are repeatedly drummed into the brain
with each successive episode. Both make long-lasting impacts that may encourage or dissuade young people from pursuing architecture as a
career.
In her chapter, “Tall Buildings, Tall Tales: On Architects in the Movies” in Mark Lamster’s anthology, Architecture and Film (NY: Princeton
Architectural Press, 2000), Nancy Levinson examines how Hollywood has assigned certain stereotypic character traits to architects. The following
graphic builds upon and updates her work, showing a snapshot view of how architects are portrayed in 20th and 21st century film.
So, according to Hollywood, an architect is a hero, lover, hopelessly out of touch, financially in trouble, a workaholic, or some combination of
these.
But what does Hollywood say an architect looks like? Our updated list of actors and actresses who have played architects on the big screen allowed
us to examine not just the manner in which the architect was portrayed, but also his/her physical features - such as gender, race, hair color, eye
color, and facial hair - as well. In fact, Hollywood film directors have created a distinct image of what an architect should be. In over three-quarters
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(79%) of the 45 films we reviewed, the architect is represented as being clean-shaven. Over half (56%) of Hollywood’s architects have brown eyes
(25% have blue, 19% green); over half (58%) have dark hair compared to light (42%). Taken holistically then, Hollywood has created the stereotypic
image of an architect: a white, clean-shaven male with dark hair and brown eyes.
This image is promoted on television as well. Today’s most prominent fictional architect represented in media, Ted Mosby (portrayed by Josh
Radnor) of the popular TV series How I Met Your Mother, (CBS, 2005-) is an exact demographic replica of Hollywood’s image of an architect. So was
his brown-haired predecessor, architect Mike Brady (portrayed by Robert Reed) of the TV series The Brady Bunch (ABC, 1969-1974), which became
an instant Friday night hit. The show reached even greater popularity when syndicated episodes were repeated for a er-school viewing, influencing
a generation of fans to pursue architecture as a career. In the show, Brady, a widower with three sons who marries Carol (portrayed by Florence
Henderson), with three daughters of her own, is pictured as the ultimate father figure of his new blended family. They all live in a large modern
house in a Los Angeles suburb that Mike designed.
How else has Hollywood narrowed our perception of the “architect image?” According to the American Institute of Architects, in 2011 women made
up 15% of all licensed architects, and 30% of associate members (not yet licensed), yet, according to our research, in 91% of the 45 films we
reviewed, the architect is portrayed as a male. As of 2013, women architects were only found in four Hollywood movies: Father of the Bride (1991),
One Fine Day (1996), Firewall (2006), and Inception (2010).
Prior to Inception, the most successful film featuring a female architect was One Fine Day. In the film, Melanie Parker (portrayed by Michelle Pfei er)
is an architect and single mother trying to juggle motherhood, her career, and a social life. In a make-or-break meeting with an important client,
Parker presents her model and simply says, “Voila.” When her client asks to see cars in the model before he agrees to the design, Parker whips out
her son’s toy cars from her purse. No matter that the cars are completely out of scale with the model, the client is sold. In this scene and others, the
portrayal of the woman architect in One Fine Day is superficial and simplistic.
By contrast, Inception portrays a more substantial leading female character, architect Ariadne (portrayed by Ellen Page), who Miles (played by
Michael Caine) proclaims is the best student he has ever had. Ariadne’s role in the ultimate metaphysical crime is paramount to the success of the
mission. Before Ariadne’s character is introduced we are given a glimpse into what a less talented architect’s design can do to hinder the sensitive
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equilibrium of a dream’s environmental authenticity. Nash (portrayed by Lukas Haas) creates an environment where the type and texture of carpet
does not match the dreamer’s reality. This minute detail, a mistake that Ariadne was too skilled to have made, ruins the entire mission and
emphasizes the ability and superiority of Ariadne. In contrast to One Fine Day, a film that minimizes a woman architect’s abilities, Inception
maximizes her abilities, showing an exceedingly powerful woman creating intricate environments.
Despite this one positive portrayal, the lack of gender diversity among architects portrayed in Hollywood films is disturbing. Equally startling is the
lack of racial diversity. Compared to women, persons of color are even less likely to be represented as architects in Hollywood cinema. AIA’s 2011
membership statistics show that African-Americans represent only 1% of licensed architects and 3% of associate architects. Hollywood comes close
to replicating these dire statistics. In just about all (96%) films, the architect is white. Only two movies, Jungle Fever (1991) featuring Flipper Purify
(portrayed by African-American actor Wesley Snipes) and The Namesake (2006) featuring Gogol/Nikhil (portrayed by Indian-American Kal Penn) are
exceptions to this rule.
Jungle Fever provides a glimpse into the struggles of an African-American architect through the story of Flipper Purify, a successful African-
American architect in New York City. Writer and director Spike Lee touches on the lack of diversity in the architecture profession when Snipes,
claiming that he is tired of being the only African-American in the o ice, asks the partners of the firm to let his new secretary be African-American.
Later in the film, Flipper asks to be made partner, and promptly quits when his request is denied. Director Spike Lee casts Purify in an unusually
seductive role: he has consensual sex with his female secretary on the dra ing table in the o ice’s design studio.
In her film, The Namesake (2006), Indian-born director Mira Nair chronicles the lives of Indian parents who make the transition to life in America and
struggle to raise their son, who is torn between the two cultures. The son, Gogol (Kal Penn) has an eye-opening experience visiting the Taj Mahal
during his summer in India. Here he announces to his parents, “I think I am going to major in architecture,” to which his father replies, “What about
engineering”? And then Gogol responds, “C’mon, baba, architecture has everything. It’s got engineering, drawing, aesthetics.” The father’s response
reflects the fact that in many households, architects are not held in as high esteem as doctors, lawyers, and engineers, who are paid much more.
But Gogol ultimately persuades his father to support his pursuit of an architectural career.
The lack of gender and racial diversity is not the only quarrel that architects could have with the way they are portrayed in Hollywood fictional
media. As seen in One Fine Day and elsewhere, many representations of architects’ work are both inaccurate and absurd. This can be seen not only
in Hollywood films, but also on TV shows, such as The Brady Bunch (1969-1974) and How I Met Your Mother (2005-present). For example, in The
Brady Bunch episode 16, titled “Mike’s Horror-Scope,” Mike Brady designs a factory that is shaped like a powder pu  and is completely pink. In How
I Met Your Mother Season 4, Episode 8 - titled “Wooo!” - a rival architectural firm shows the design of a skyscraper shaped like a dinosaur that
actually breathes fire on command. In Season 4, Episode 24, titled “The Leap,” the main character Ted Mosby designs a restaurant in the shape of a
cowboy hat. These examples of preposterous designs paint a comical picture of the profession and serve to diminish and demean the way that
architects work.
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Fictional characters can play important roles in both reflecting current realities and in shaping future realities. Just as the popularity of television
shows like Glee (2009-) and Modern Family (2009-) allow mainstream viewers to identify with fictional lead characters who are gay, and
corresponded, perhaps not purely coincidentally, with a sweeping shi  in public opinion across the USA towards greater acceptance of same-sex
marriage, a greater diversity of Hollywood architects is needed to inspire the next generation. Architecture 101 (2012), for example, a South Korean
film directed by Lee Yong-joo, who received a Bachelor’s degree in architecture, o ers a sensitive portrait of a mid-career architect reflecting on his
life as an architecture student. The film was a box o ice hit, holding the number one spot for its first three weeks, and topping over 4.1 million
tickets sold: a box o ice record. According to a faculty member at Seoul National University, since the release of Architecture 101, the number of
applicants to architecture school has greatly increased.
Hollywood directors could similarly help restore the image of the profession by picturing architects more realistically and by creating films in which
highly underrepresented gender, racial and ethnic groups, such as women, African-Americans, Latino/as, and Asian-Americans, play major roles as
talented architects to be taken seriously. Perhaps Newsweek reporter and television pundit Eleanor Cli  put it best in a segment (March 3, 2013) of
the TV news show, The McLaughlin Group: “Movies are one of our most important exports and it’s how we change hearts and minds around the
world…”
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Teresa • 3 years ago
Elyse Keaton (Meredith Baxter­Birney)in Family Ties was an Architect and a working mom. Today I still reflect back to some of those episodes
where she is struggling to balance it all.
△ ▽
  • Reply •
Diana • 3 years ago
I think that the character of Karen(played by Natacha McElhone) in Californication was an architect...now I don't remember if they ever showed
one of her character's projects on the show, however I have to say that they do use some pretty awesome houses on the show. And frankly I think
that's one of the most important ways in which Hollywood can make a difference in people's perception of architecture, by using great examples of
modern/contemporary architecture as locations for movies/tv shows.
△ ▽
  • Reply •
Friend • 3 years ago
All we need is more black disabled lesbaian architects stuggling with rality shaped by oppressive white male.
 1△ ▽
  • Reply •
Paul • 3 years ago
The best architect role is Charles Bronson in Death Wish series. You got to be tough!
△ ▽
  • Reply •
Jerome Murdoch • 4 years ago
Does the majority of work produced by architects accurately reflect the needs of the worlds built environment? Do clients of architects reflect a fair
and balanced spectrum of people from different classes, genders and races? It would require complete delusion to think so. Maybe it's because
we are more concerned with our inflated egos rather than the quality and relevance of our work.
△ ▽
  • Reply •
YeomanArchitect • 4 years ago
Don't forget. The creator of the Matrix was the Architect.
 1△ ▽
  • Reply •
Rory Stott • 4 years ago
Take Louis Kahn ­ "the architects' architect". Does he not arguably show all 7 of the traits above? (Hero, heartthrob, architecture as seduction tool,
philanderer, financially destitute, out of touch, workaholic) At the very least it is four.
The problem here is not just coming from Hollywood ­ architects themselves are often imbalanced people who idolize those who take this
imbalance to the extreme (in pursuit of their art).
△ ▽
  • Reply •
Marion • 4 years ago
I'm surprised the movie The Fountainhead wasn't analyzed in this article. Obviously, the main character corresponds to the physical features
(although he is not clean­shaved) of architects in hollywood movies. But the way he works, the way he acts are, to my mind, far from a Ted Mosby
or a Alex Wyler (The Lake house). Howard Roark is a rebel, he is idealistic, demanding, pitiless. His vision of architecture leads him to raise up
against the society, to act sometimes as a villain. We can find, in this character, some kind of romanticism, since he is completely devoted to his
cause, to his vision of architecture. This is the strength of this movie: depicting the architect not only as a lover, a dreamer a nice guy, but also as a
tyrant when it is necessary, a man committed to his art. I could not say if this representation of an architect is more accurate than the others, but at
least, it depicts another reality of the profession which should be taken in account (especially when you speak of the influence of architects in
movies on future architecture students, etc.)
Besides, and to enlarge the subject a little bit more, wouldn't it be interesting to talk about architects to realized movies? This could offer a new
point of view on the relationships between architecture/archietcts and cinema and on the way they nurture each other.
△ ▽
  • Reply •
Peter • 4 years ago
I don't see the point of this article. Architects should be represented as workers. As other people are. No more romantic vision of the profession
please. By the way, many of them are working under very hard labour conditions or with a lack of any labour wright. Is'n it represented yet ? Some
brave director should deal with this very common reality among Architects. ( and other Bachelor and Master professions forced to work in these
conditions after years of hard and expenseve studeis).
△ ▽
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Raul • 4 years ago
what kind of psychopath would encourage anyone to be an architect?
△ ▽
  • Reply •
Joe • 4 years ago
The tone of this article portrays architects as a group that has been wronged and needs protecting. I see a lot of similarities with tumblr feminists. If
a filmmaker researched every single profession and hobby that was realistic movies would not be as good. The job a character has is a tool that is
used to drive the plot, so I can deal with some unrealistic portrayals if it advances the plot.
△ ▽
  • Reply •
M   • 4 years ago> Joe
Joe, please don't tell us you're that ignorant of feminism. Don't contribute to anti­feminist rhetoric, it really runs counter to the societal
advancement.
△ ▽
  • Reply •
Sean • 4 years ago
Tyler Perry had an African American Architect in his movie, "Why Did I Get Married" played by Malik Yoba. And I thought the young woman in
Inception was a software architect, not and Architect within the construction industry. I could be wrong but I was so dissapointed with the
predictability of the film I didn't see it a second time. Anyway, the article has a valid point. Our profession is not being properly represented on film
by mainstream Hollywood and television. These outlets can help bring more positive attention to what we do and how we look doing it.
△ ▽
  • Reply •
martin • 4 years ago
You forgot "Boys & Girls" starring Freddie Prinze Jr. and Claire Forlani.
△ ▽
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Chris Clark • 4 years ago
It actually sounds like Hollywood got it right, statistically speaking about gender and race.
△ ▽
  • Reply •
adam   • 4 years ago> Chris Clark
I think the authors of this article would be interested in seeing a more politically correct portrayal of the profession rather than a more
accurate. oh the hypocrisy.
△ ▽
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